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WEED CONTROL STARTS IN YOUR BACKYARD
By Patia Stephens 
University Relations
MISSOULA—
Montana is being taken over by little green invaders from distant, exotic places. Their 
spreading roots and groping tendrils are killing off native species at an alarming rate, 
threatening to change the very ecosystem. Montanans are uniting against them, declaring war.
No, this isn’t "Day of the Triffids." If only it were. Far-fetched science fiction movies 
aren’t nearly as scary as Montana’s noxious weed invasion.
Spotted knapweed, leafy spurge, Dalmatian toadflax, cheatgrass — these are just a few 
of the species that are changing the face of Montana’s valleys, mountains and prairies. They 
crowd out native flowers and grasses and reduce forage for wildlife and livestock, leaving state 
agencies with their hands full trying to halt the weeds’ spread across public lands.
Private landowners and tenants can — and should — take a role, too, if on a smaller
scale.
"Even if you live in town and your yard isn’t wildlife habitat, the weeds could spread," 
said Marilyn Marler, integrated pest management specialist at The University of Montana.
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The first step in controlling invasive plant species at home is to identify them. Try to 
pinpoint what type of plant they are: perennial taproot? perennial rhizome? annual?
"You have to understand a little about the biology of the weed and then you can learn 
how to get rid of it," Marler said.
The Internet is a great source for weed information, Marler said. She recommends The 
Nature Conservancy’s Web site at http://tncweeds.ucdavis.edu. The site has descriptions and 
photographs of most invasive species, as well as management strategies. Also try public 
libraries and county extension offices.
The next step is to come up with a management goal and plan.
"Decide what you want it to be like," Marler said. She recommends that land stewards 
"go after the new infestations first because they’re easier to control, and if you leave them 
alone, they’re guaranteed to spread."
Primary weed-control techniques are: hand-pulling, mowing, grazing and application of 
herbicides. Marler suggests using a combination, depending on the type of plant.
For perennial taproots like knapweed and dandelions, as well as the biennial 
houndstongue, the key is to stop the spread of seeds and remove the plant by the root if 
possible.
"Hand-pulling can be real effective in small areas, especially before they set seed," she 
said. "In early spring sheep will eat a lot of knapweed, but you have to get them off it before 
the natives come out. Also, you can use a general herbicide like Roundup or a broadleaf 
herbicide like 2,4-D."
Perennial rhizomes include leafy spurge, common tansy and Dalmatian toadflax (also
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called butter-and-eggs or wild snapdragon). Rhizomatous species have a lifespan of several 
years and propagate by seed. They develop an extensive, web-like root system that virtually 
clots the soil.
"I wouldn’t tell anyone, not even my worst enemy, to pull leafy spurge," she said. 
"You could never get all the roots."
Marler recommends grazing, mowing or a broadleaf herbicide for rhizome control. 
"Grazing is real successful on leafy spurge — sheep and goats actually like it," she said. 
"Or you can mow it repeatedly, like twice a season for multiple years. But you have to stick 
with it."
Annuals such as cheatgrass spread via seeds, so the trick is to graze, mow, pull or 
poison the plant before its flowers go to seed.
"The important thing is to be persistent, no matter what it is," she said. "Also, after 
any weed control effort, you want to revegetate by putting down some seeds or transplanting. 
Don’t give the weeds a vacuum to fill back up."
She added that follow-up is important, as is staying informed about and on top of new 
invasions. Many noxious weeds get their start as ornamentals — even from nurseries or those 
innocuous-seeming wildflower seed mixes — that are planted because they’re pretty. 
Unfortunately, without the natural controls that keep plants under check in their homelands, 
those pretty plants can become a nightmarish infestation.
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